Editorial and a Note from the Publisher From the Editor: This is the first issue of The International Journal of Robotics Research that is published by Sage Science Press after 16 years of association with MIT Press. I noted in the Editorial to the last issue of volume 16 the healthy state of the journal and the abundance of high-quality articles that continue to be submitted for publication, a rate of submission that has encouraged us to move to monthly publication.
But what about the field of robotics? Is it also continuing to develop or has it reached a plateau or begun to decline in importance ? I am convinced that the situation is positive: the intellectual content of the field is developing vigorously and real applications are becoming more widespread. Some examples: the Mars rover continues to be a spectacular example of what can be achieved with sensor-guided mobile robots to enable space exploration without endangering human life. Mobile robot systems are increasingly used in agriculture for selective crop spraying, perhaps the most promising way to cut down on pollution without reducing the remarkable contribution of agrochemicals to increase food production. Robotic systems are being used increasingly as a key component to assist surgeons in minimal invasive surgery, and this is almost certainly the most promising way for the future to curtail spiraling health costs. The recent IROS Conference in Grenoble, organized by Christian Laugier, Jocelynne Troccaz, and their colleagues, was organized around a series of application areas and featured some excellent work. On the theoretical front, there continues to be a stream of ideas in mechatronic sensor and actuator modeling and design, signal and image processing, planning at all levels (think for the moment about the surge of work over the past few years in nonholonomic path planning and path planning to avoid unexpected and moving obstacles in an unknown environment), architectures for robot systems (there will soon be a special issue on this topic edited by Eve Coste-Maniere and Bernard Espiau), robust real-time controllers, and many other topics.
If the science and applications of robotics is thriving, funding has been more sporadic. In part, this is a manifestation of the normal behavior of funding agents who lose interest after a small number of years and seek more fashionable areas (neural networks, virtual reality, multimedia, and so on). Western governments are only now beginning to emerge from a phase of promoting research likely to lead to early take-up by industry at the cost of fundamental science. Despite all such considerations, robotics is thriving, making giant strides as a science and technology, and seems certain to do so through the predictable next &dquo;wave&dquo; of popularity and fashion and beyond.
